INTRODUCTION
Subspecies whose populations are threatened are more likely to receive the attention of managers and conservationists than similarly declining, non-named populations (Rojas 1992 ). Thus the methods by which subspecies are named and validated are of primary importance, not only for evolutionary and systematic studies but also for the assessment of units that need conservation attention. Thompson et al. (1992) analyzed the validity of long-recognized subspecies of North American Least Terns (Sterna antillarum), two of which are endangered (S. a. browni of the Pacific Coast and S. a. athalassos of the Mississippi Valley). Based on a quantitative appraisal of seven morphologic features, an analysis of electrophoretic variation of proteins encoded by 50 genetic loci, and subjective comparisons of dorsal color, they found no significant differences among the named subspecies.
In describing S. a. browni, Mearns (1916) claimed that this taxon was "slightly smaller Because North American subspecies of Least Terns were described primarily on the basis of color differences, it is in this category of characters that the subspecies should be assessed. Thompson For the following reasons, we think that Thompson et al's (1992) analysis of color skirted the rigorous requirements of modem avian systematic methodology and was prone to error: (1) human color perception is subjective and notoriously variable among individuals (Endler 1990 , Mollon 1995 
METHODS

MUSEUM SPECIMENS
In view of the endangered status of S. a. athalassos and S. a. browni, we relied upon existing material in museum collections for this study. Colorimetric analysis was based upon 147 clean specimens of breeding adults taken in six regions of the United States (Fig. 1, top) Analyses-of-variance (Table 1) on specimens collected before mid-July demonstrated significant effects of geography for all characters except chroma (for dorsum and hind neck, weakly significant in one-way analysis but not significant in multivariate analysis). An unexpected sex effect also was evident for lightness and hue of both dorsum and hind neck but not for any color feature of the breast. There was no significant interaction of geography with sex (Table  1) . Differences between sexes prompted us to separate them in the SS-STP and discriminant analyses. UNIVARIATE PATTERNS OF GEOGRAPHIC VARIATION The SS-STP analyses illustrated significant differences among samples from clusters of popu- Lightness of breast in males paralleled lightness of dorsum in demonstrating a trenchant geographic pattern (Fig. 3) 
DISCRIMINANT ANALYSIS OF SUBSPECIES
Discriminant function analysis clearly separated the three subspecies along functions I and II (Fig. 4) . Specimens of S. a. antillarum were especially distinct on the first axis. Males of this subspecies showed only modest overlap with S. a. browni and no overlap with S. a. athalassos, whereas females of S. a. antillarum were completely separate from the other two groups. Both sexes of S. a. browni were separated from S. a. athalassos along the second discriminant function, although overlap was greater in females (possibly a result of small sample sizes).
For males, Wilks' lambda and univariate Fratios (F2,80) were significant (P < 0.05) for eight of the nine colorimetric characters, the exception being chroma of breast. Colorimetric characters were entered into the stepwise discriminant function analysis in the following order: lightness of dorsum, lightness of breast, hue of breast, lightness of hind neck, and chroma of hind neck. F-statistics for these were highly significant (P < 0.0001). The remaining four variables (chroma of dorsum, hue of dorsum, chroma of breast, hue of hind neck) were excluded from the stepwise analysis of males because of low tolerance (i.e., the proportion of their within-group variance not accounted for by the other characters already in the analysis). Lightness of dorsum had the highest standardized coefficient on function I (0.854), whereas hue of breast had the highest standardized coefficient on function II (0.723); lightness of dorsum also had a relatively high coefficient (0.686) on this second axis. Classification results for males were highly successful, with 91.6% of specimens correctly classified according to subspecies (Table 2) . Males of S. a. athalassos were most likely to be classified correctly (100.0% of specimens), followed by S. a antillarum (93.3%) and S. a. browni (86.1%). Wilks' lambda and Mahalanobis' distance criteria for stepwise entry of variables gave identical results.
Fewer colorimetric characters were significant in the discriminant function analysis of females. Wilks' lambda and univariate F-ratios (F2,24) were significant (P < 0.05) for lightness and hue of dorsum, lightness and hue of breast, and hue of hind neck, but not for any chroma variables nor for lightness of hind neck. Only two characters (hue of dorsum, lightness of breast) were entered into the stepwise analysis before the minimum tolerance level was reached. These two variables had high standardized coefficients on discriminant function I (0.829 and 0.909, respectively), and moderate coefficients on function II (0.666 and -0.553). Overall, 77.8% of females were classified correctly with respect to subspecies ( Table 2 ). The best classification results were obtained for S. a. antillarum (100% of females correctly classified), followed by S. a. athalassos (71.4%), and S. a. browni (60.0%) . As with males, identical discriminant function results were obtained using the Wilks' lambda and Mahalanobis' distance criteria. Cracraft (1983) recommended that diagnosable taxa, such as the three forms of terns discussed here, be recognized as "phylogenetic species." Barrowclough and Flesness (1996) further advocated that traditional subspecies be considered equivalent to such phylogenetic species when selecting units for conservation management. Although units for conservation can and should be chosen from any taxonomic rank, to use the term "species" for the three geographic forms of Least Terns would both falsely accentuate their minor differences and inflate their status in the eyes of nonsystematists and others unfamiliar with the philosophical basis of species concepts, perhaps resulting in the siphoning of scarce resources away from efforts to save more divergent taxa.
DISCUSSION
Our data underscore the importance to con-servation biology of rigorous systematic methodology (Rojas 1992 ) and scientific collections of high-quality (Remsen 1995 
